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ABSTRACT

This article addresses the learning of second
language (L2) writing skills to show how pictures can be used as an
effective guided writing tool to facilitate students' writing process
and to improve their writing proficiency. A study was conducted with
53 university students who had a prior knowledge of Spanish in
secondary school. All students were enrolled in an intensive review
course. Writing ability questionnaires were administered before and
after the writing instruction, in addition to a final review of the
writing tasks involved. Writing assignments were both topic-selected
and picture-guided; students found the activities valuable,
absorbing, and helpful. Results demonstrate that.the instruction of
using pictures as a guided writing environment assisted beginning
foreign language students to develop and improve their writing skills
as well as to lower the anxiety level of expressing oneself in the
target language. Findings suggest that foreign language teachers
should be encouraged to use the pictorial approach for L2 writing
education. (Contains 22 references.) (Author/NAV)
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Abstract
With the popular proficiency-based approach to language teaching,
much emphasis has been placed on listening, speaking and reading skills

rather than writing skills. Well-designed L2 writing instruction is often
neglected, especially for the elementary language courses. This article
addresses this issue and shows how pictures can be used as an effective
guided writing environment to faciliate students' writing process and to
improve their writing proficiency. In addition, this paper reports the
results of the study conducted by the researcher in order to investigate the
following questions: (1) Do pictures as a guided writing environment assist

students in L2 writing process?, ( 2) Is there a change in attitude or
motivation after receiving the pictorial instruction for L2 writing, (3) How
do students react to the pictorial instruction, particulary in relation to their

overall language proficiency? The results show that the instruction of
using pictures as a guided writing environment assisted beginning foreign
language students to develop, ;:o improve their writing skills as well as to
lower their anxiety of expressing themselves in the target language. The
research suggests that foreign language teachers should be encouraged to
use the pictorial approach for L2 writing.
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L2 Writing: Using Pictures as a Guided Writing Environment

Introduction
The popular proficiency-based instruction approach demands that
second language learners demonstrate functional target language skills.
However, it is difficult to incorporate four language skills equally into the
teaching process as well as ensure adequate practice opportunities for each

student. In addition, the notion of the Oral Proficiency Interview
represented in the ACTFL guidelines and the emphasis of "comprehensible

input" on Krashen's theory of second language acquisition led foreign
language teachers to stress speaking, listening, and reading skills rather
than writing skills. Hence, well-designed L2 writing instruction is often
neglected, especially for the elementary language courses. L2 writing
skills either are not taught until advanced courses or are learned in a
particular composition course.

The stress on speaking, listening, reading and writing skills reflects a

general belief about the natural order of second language acquisition.
When any writing activities occur in the beginning language classes, the
primary focus of writing practice is considered as skill-getting, which is
defined as sentence-level practice of target language forms by Rivers
(1975). In addition, it appears that the goal of writing as a support skill is
to reinforce vocabulary and discourse features. The aim is also to supPort
grammatical structures-learning as well as to develop oral skills. However,

L2 writing has an importance greater than the aims to reinforce
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vocabulary and grammatical concepts. L2 writing should go beyond skill-

getting or practicing what has been learned in the classroom. Dvorak

(1986) declares that writing includes focusing on both, form and
communicaton of ideas. Furthermore, Omaggio (1994) argues that "one
needs to write for communicative purposes in order to acquire the higher
level of proficiency in L2 writing." Writing for communication involves not

only linguistic skills but also cognitive and conceptual skills which require

writers to share information with a reader and to deliver messages
expressively and coherently.

As Rivers (1989) states "Learning to write is not a natural
development like learning to speak." mhe fact is that not everyone is
capable of being expansive and expressive in writing or even of writing
from inner inspiration. Obviously, beginning L2 writers often struggle
with constructing ideas or being over-concerned about grammatical forms.
Therefore, LZ writing instruction needs to be more constructive and guided

for students, especially for beginners to become skilled-writers as a
substantial part of language proficiency development.

Much research has been conducted on the issues of the relationship
between L2 reading and L2 writing (Krashen,1984). More specifically, the
the distinction between skilled and unskilled writers in both the native

and target language has been studied (Kroll, 1990; Shaughnessy, 1977;
Zamel, 1983). There is also research on the positive and negative effects of

the instructor's feedback (Chastain, 1990; Cohen, 1987; Fathman &
Whalley,1990; Zamel, 1985). Also of interest is the relationship between
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Ll and L2 writing process, one which consists of pre-writing, writing and

re-writing (Krapels, 1990). These previous findings demonstrate that
students plan little and often focus on grammatical correctness rather than

communicative purpose (Fathman and Whalley, 1990). In conclusion,

much of research on writing in the second language relates to the
composing processes of advanced learners of ESL and focuses on feedback
strategies.

However, the results of these studies are still inconclusive and the
research on L2 writing instruction is still limited. The major concern is the

method by which one can guide L2 learners to write effectively and
efficiently. From the pedagogical point of view, little research, if any, has
been particularly addressed to L2 writing instruction for beginning college

students. Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to present the use
of pictures as a guided writing environment to facilitate students' writing

process and to improve their writing proficiency. In this study, the
researcher investigated the following questions:

(1) Do pictures as a guided writing environment assist students in L2

writing process? If yes, why?,

(2) Is there a change in attitude or motivation after receiving
pictorial instruction for L2 writing?

(3) How do students react to the pictorial instruction, particularly in
relation to their overall language proficiency?
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Pictures as a guided writing environment
Pictures or drawings have been widely used to facilitate the teaching

process and to enhance learning outcomes. Pictures often are used as a
visual stimulus to attract learners' attention, to increase their motivation
as well as to assist them in development of analytical thinking skills
(Duchastel & Waller, 1979; Levie, 1987; Winn, 1982).

Pictures provide
contextual cues that allow viewers to interpret, to organize and even to
create ideas behind the context (Bransford & Johnson, 1972; Peeck, 1980).
In addition, pictures can be manipulated in a variety of ways to facilitate

L2 writing process from the novice to the advanced level. Previous
research on the use of pictorial materials for L2 learning has proved the

positive effect on listening, speaking, and especially reading skills
(Omaggio, 1994). However, the type of pictures used for this study
emphasizes not only "skill-getting" but also "skill-using" activities as
defined by Rivers (1975). In other words, pictures as a "guided" writing

environment not only reinforce the learning of vocabulary and
grammatical structures, but also evoke learners' cognitive skills to
organize, compose and express ideas for communicative purposes. As
writing in L2 can be stressful and anxiety-provocative, the pictorial
instruction can provide learners a model environment of less-anxiety for
writing in the target language.

Study Design

This study was conducted during the Spring 1994 at SUNY
Plattsburgh. The sample group involved 53 students with a prior
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knowledge of Spanish in the secondary schools. They were enrolled in the

intensive review course. Most of students were rad as either NoviceHigh or Intermediate-Low writing proficiency using the ACTFL Guidelines.

Students were familiar with basic vocabulary and grammatical structures

of Spanish language. The data was collected through two student
questionnaires, writing assignments and individual interviews designed
and conducted by the researcher.

The students were asked to complete the first of the two
questionnaires before the writing activities began. This first questionnaire

sought background information about the students, including years of
foreign language experience, and whether or not Spanish is spoken in the
home as well as their beliefs about L2 writing instruction in relation to the
development of language proficiency. The questionnaire also attempted to

examine their attitude and motivation toward L2 writing as well as their
experiences in L2 writing in secondary schools (see Appendix A).

The second questionnaire was administered to all participants after

the completion of the writing assignments. This questionnaire was
designed to investigate their improvement in L2 writing using self-rating

and the relationship between the change of attitude toward writing
assignments provided for this study. In addition, they were asked to
describe what types of L2 writing instruction they have experienced and

what types they believed were the most efficient and effective (see
Appendix B). The interviews followed up the second questionnaire in
order to obtain further information about the students' views of pictorial
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instruction and to ascertain the effectiveness of the pictorial instruction for
L2 writing.

All participating students were assigned a total of six writing
assignments as part of the requirement for the course during the semester
of Spring 1994. They were given two types of tasks: topic-selected and
picture-guided writing.1

Both types of tasks were accompanied with

guided instructions. Specific grammatical structure and vocabulary were
required for each writing assignment. In selecting both topics and pictures
for writing, instructors were asked to choose familiar topics based on the
content of the textbook for the course, for instance, my favorite restaurant
and an unforgettable ----(date, trip, summer, etc.). Three black and white
realistic line drawings for this study were chosen baed on the selected
topics. Line drawings are defined as visual representations consisting of a

line or series of lines that portray objects, people and/or ideas in the
simplest possible way.2

Prior to the first writing, students were advised to write for
communication but not for error-free writing. In addition, a sheet of
handout for tips for writing strategies were presented to all participants.
For each writing, students were allowed to write for 30 minutes and to use
the dictionary in class. The students' writing assignments for this study

were evaluated based on the clarity, coherence, and effectiveness of
content as well as grammatical accuracy. According to Dvorak (1986), the

evaluation of student writing should be focused on the effectiveness of
content rather than the accuracy of grammatical structures. Students
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should not limit their goals to practicing error-free writing. Formally, the
instructor assigned grades to each student based on the above criteria and
informally, students self-evaluated their overall proficiency of L2 writing
using the rating scale provided in the second questionnaire (see Appendix
B). The results of the rating from the question number eight of the second

questionnaire was compared to the question number six of the first
questionnaire (see Appendix A).

Immediately after each writing assignment, students were asked to

indicate their beliefs and opinions about the writing instruction and
process. The questionnaires, writing assignments and interviews that were

gathered were all related to the following issues. First, whether the
pictorial instruction for L2 writing facilitated their writing process.
Second, whether students' attitude and motivation toward the pictorial
instruction had been changed. The third issue was concerned with
whether the students believed that the use of pictures as a guided writing
environment influenced the development of their four skills proficiency.

Findings
The results of the data for writing assignments from individual
instructors is not available at the present time. Therefore, the findings
described in this study are based on two questionnaires and the final
interview. The first research question is to find out whether pictures
facilitate L2 writing process. The results show that the students were in
favor of the pictorial instruction. Table 1 summarizes the results of the
percentage of the selected questions from both questionnaires. The letter

8

and the number in the parentheses on the table indicate the appendix and
the number of the question of each questionnaire. I will briefly comment
on Table 1:

Table 1
Percentage Distribution of Students' Beliefs, Attitudes Toward the
Effectiveness of the Pictorial Instruction of L2 Writing
Question

I enjoyed writing
about the_pictures.
I believed using
pictures as guidedwriting facilitated
writing process.
I enjoyed more
topic-selected than
picture-guided
writing.
I found my writing
skills improved by
using pictures as
guided writing.
Both topic-selected
and picture-guided
writing activities
enhanced my
writings.

Strongly Agree
Agree

Agree
Disagree Strongly
Somewhat
Disagree

28%

16%

20%

22%
(B 4)
32%

18%

29%

18%

21%

30%

8%

9%

13%

19%

18%

34%

16%

24%

28%

19%

18%

11%

29%

23%

22%

12%

14%

31%

5%

(A10)
sr-

13%
.

More than 50% of the students pointed out that they enjoyed writing using

the pictures with vocabulary and grammatical structures provided. This
particular type of pictorial instruction helped them to think more in the
target language than in the native language. Students pointed out that
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using pictures as contextual cues was an effective method to evoke their
thinking processes while they were composing ideas.

In addition, they found L2 writing more fun and less stressful when

their expectation of learning outcomes was perceived by constructive
instruction through pictures. Interestingly, students felt that pictures
actually kept them from being over-concerned about grammatical forms,
while they were focusing intensively on the content of pictures. This
assertion is consistent with one of the hypotheses of more efficient
composing strategies for second language acquisition. The hypothesis
concerns the avoiding of focusing on "form" but instead on "meaning" as
proposed by Krashen (1981).

The second issue concerned any change in their attitude toward the
use of pictures. A comparison of the results of both questionnaires showed

that students demonstrated a more positive attitude toward the use of
pictures for writing by the end of this study. Only 32% students preferred

to write by mean of topic-selected instruction. This latter group--35% of
students--appeared to have higher language proficiency in four skills than
those who preferred to write about the pictures based on the results of

their final grades. This confirmed the assumption that students who
needed more help in L2 writing benefitted from the pictorial instruction.
Surprisingly, more than 50% of the students showed marked improvement

in their overall writing ability by having pictures as a guided-writing
instruction. On the other hand, more than 44% of the students believed
their writing skills improved from both types of writing activities.
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Table 2 summarizes some of the potential functions of pictures
provided from the responses of the students. The definition of each
function of pictures is based on the classification scheme proposed by
Duchastel and Waller (1979).

Table 2
Potential Functions of the Pictures as Guided Writing Instruction
Function

Attentional
Cognitive/
Organizational
Retentional

Related
Response

Non-related
Response

44%

56%

72%

28%

59%

41%

When asked to identify the most helpful things found through the use of

pictures as a guided writing, a surprising 72% of the students found
pictures extremely helpful to them to organize, express their thoughts and

even to develop their writing skills. Fifty-nine percent of the students
pointed out that pictures served as a visual stimulus and increased their
recall of learned vocabulary and grammatical structures. A total of 44% of
the students indicated that pictures attracted their attention and gave an
impetus to write. Perhaps, the potential functions of pictures were the
major effects on the L2 writing process.

When asked to evaluate their belief about the effectiveness of
pictures on L2 writing in relation to the development of the four skills
proficiency, most students considered the use of pictures for L2 writing as
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making a significant contribution to other skills, especially to speaking
skills. While they were composing ideas from the pictures, they were
dealing with the content and were aware of their audience as readers to
whom they delivered messages. This type of writing focuses on "functional
skills" that require learners to use the target language in a meaningful

way. Pictures created a guided environment which enabled students to
communicate and negotiate with their readers as if they were speaking
with them. Moreover, it seemed that some students were able to write as
a reader-based writing rather than a writer-based writing. Finally, the

majority of students supported the pictorial Instruction for further
inclusion in advanced language courses.

While pictorial instruction showed the effectiveness on L2 writing,

topic-selected instruction with guided grammatical structures also
highlighted the improvement of students' writing skills. Students felt that

writing became easier when they were familiar with the topics and
vocabulary. Overall, students felt that their learned grammar structure
and vocabulary were reinforced through writing by either pictorial or
selected topic instruction. In particular, students emphasized that they
became more aware of the writing process as both picture and topic served
as organizer.

Conclusion

The unique Instruction of using pictures as a guided writing
environment, in summary, assisted beginning foreign language students to

develop and to improve their writing skills. While it is a fact that most
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students do not write in the target language as well as in their native
!anguage, or even do not know how to write in L2, the results of this study

proved the positive effects of pictorial instruction for L2 writing. The

positive responses found in this study are consistent with previous
research, which indicates that pictures facilitate and enhance L2 learning
(Omaggio, 1994). It is no small matter that the students felt their
experiences were not intimidating. Their feelings were positive and they
felt satisfied. Overall, students found the activities valuable, absorbing and
helpful.

However, some students still found L2 writing difficult, even with
pictures as a guided writing instruction. They claimed that they did not

receive much benefit from the pictorial instruction due to their existing
low writing abilities and skills in the target language. On the other hand,
learners' learning styles and visual ability need to be taken into account
when planning writing instrucion. A few students commented that they

did not benefit much from pictorial instruction because of personal
preference for another learning style. They preferred to have selectedtopic instruction so that they could write about their personal experiences.

Furthermore, selected- topic instruction allowed them to elaborate and
create with their thoughts without the limitations of pictorial content.

The data for this study were drawn and examined from two
questionnaires and the final interview. Further study is needed to
incorporate more specific data such as the students' writing scores
assigned by instructors in order to ensure the accurate measurement of
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their improvement in L2 writing. A total of fifty-three students
participated in this study and accomplished six writing assignments for
one semester. The results of this study underscore the need for a follow-

up study using a larger number of subjects in order to increase the
generalizability of the study in the same subject area. Pictorial approaches

for L2 writing can lead students toward expansiveness in the sharing of
messages with the reader. Further research on other types of pictorial
instruction for L2 writing is needed to increase better understanding of the
effect of pictures on L2 writing and to investigate just how L2 writing
skills can be developed at the first stage of language learning through the
pictorial instruction.

Notes
1 More detailed information about the pictorial instruction described in this

article can be found in Supplementary Materials to Accompany: Pun tos de
Partidas (1993) by Sharon Foerster and Jean Miller.

2 More detailed information about the line drawing can be found in the
textbook Escenas Cotldianas (1983) by Maria Canteli Dominicis.
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APPENDIX A

First Questionniare
(Samples questions)
Please answer the following questions as honestly as possible.
1. I am taking this course for
degree requirement
general education requirement
teacher certification requirement
other
_
2. The foreign language(s) I learned in secondary school was(were)
Spanish
Italian

French
Latin
other(s)

German

3. The language(s) I speak at home is (are)
English
Spanish
French

German
other(s)

4. Year(s) of the foreign language(s) I had in the secondary school
was (were)
(Please specify the language in the blank)

_

2 years
lyear
4years
more than 4 years
5. I intend to take more Spanish courses after this semester.

yes

3 years

Undecided

No

6. My language ability in the following areas is
Listening
Speaking
Reading
Writing

Excellent
5
4
5
4
5
4
5
4

Poor
3
3
3
3

2
2
2
2

1
1
1

1

*SA-strongly agree (5) , A=agree (4), AS=agree somewhat (3),
D=disagree (2), SD=strongly disagree (1)
SA

A

AS

7. L2 writing is very important for
second language learning.

5

4

8. I enjoyed L2 writing in the secondary

5

5

SD

3

D
2

4

3

2

1

4

3

2

1

1

school.

9. Writing compositions helped me
understand better Spanish language.

40

10. I believe using drawings or pictures as
guided-writing facilitates writing process.

5

4

3

2

1

11. It is difficult for me to write in Spanish.

5

4

3

2

1

Why? (Briefly explain)

APPENDIX B

Second Questionnaire
(Samples questions)

Please circle the answers as honestly as possible.

*SA-strongly agree (5) , A=agree (4), AS=agree somewhat (3),
D=disagree (2), SD-strongly disagree (1)
SA
5

A

AS
3

D

SD

4

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

3. I found the drawings for the compositions 5
were interesting and comprehensible
to me.

4

3

2

1

4. I believed using drawings or pictures as
guided-writing facilitated writing process.

5

4

3

2

1

5. I found my writing skills improved by
using pictures as guided writing.

5

4

3

2

1

6. Both topic-selected and picture-guided
writing activities enhanced my
writing skills.

5

4

3

2

7. I enjoyed more topic-selected than

5

4

3

2

L

I enjoyed writing about the pictures for
this course.

2. Writing compositions helped me
understand better Spanish language.

picture-guided writing.

Excellent

8. Overall, I rate my writing abiltiy

5

4

1

Poor
3

2

1

9. What are the most three helpful things you found through the use of
pictures as guided writing?
10. What do you believe about the effectiveness of pictures on L2 writing
in relation to the development of the four language skills proficiency?
(Briefly explain)
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